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1. Two Interpretations of the Species 

Rhus javanica L. has been interpreted in two ways: 
Thunberg (FI. Jap. 1784, p. 121), De Candolle (Prodr., 
1825 p. 67), Sprengel (Syst. Veg. I, 1825, p. 937) and 
most botanists up to very recent times interpreted the 
species as if it were synonymous with Rhus semialata MuRR. 
(1784), the only dissentients of this view being Salisbury 
(1796), Bennett (1844) and Dr. E. D. Merrill (1928). 
The stand of the latter may be summarised as follows. 

According to Bennett (Horsfield, Plant. Jav. Rar., 
1844, p. 200), Salisbury (Prodr., 1796, p. 171) quoted R. 
javanica L. as a synonym of Ailanthus gracilis SALISB.; 
whether by this Salisbury meant that the entire species R . 
javanica L. or only R . javanica L. partim was synonymous 
with his Ailanthus gracilis I am not able to verify. But 
Bennett, in criticising De Candolle for excluding the 
synonym R. javanica L. from the new combination Brucea 
gracilis (Salisb.) DC (1825) (= A. gracilis Salisb.) , wrote 
the following: 

“De Candolle omits Salisbury’s synonym of Rhus 
javanica L. for this plant; which is, however, quite correct 
so far as regards the specimen in the Linnean Herbarium 
so marked by Linnaeus himself; but there is also a speci¬ 
men of a true Rhus (R . javanica of authors) pinned on to 
the specimen of B ( rucea) sumatrana thus misnamed.” 

Dr. Merrill (Journ. Arnold Arb. IX, 1928, pp. 1-4, 
pi. 10 & 11), after investigating this problem with reference 
to the Linnean types, considered that the most widely 
current interpretation of R . javanica (dating from 
Thunberg, 1784) should be rejected and the interpretation 
given by Salisbury (1796) and Bennett (1844) should 
be accepted. Accordingly he published the new combination 


Gardens Bulletin , S.S. 







331 


Brucea javanica (L.) MERR. for B. sumatrana Roxr., and 
adopted Rhus semialata Murr. (1784) as the correct name 
for R. javanica L. sensu Thunberg and others. He rejected 
the use of R. chinensis Osb. (1757) as a nomen nudum, 
but did not give an opinion whether R . chinensis Maxim. 
(1759) or R . chinensis Mill. (1768) is the same plant, 
though both these names appear to have been validly 
published and have been considered to be synonymous with 
R. semialata MURR. (1784), than which they are older. 

I have re-investigated the problem at the request of 
Mr. E. J. H. Corner, who was interested in the nomencla¬ 
ture of Rhus semialata Murr. (= R. javanica I .. sensu 
Thunb. et al.) ; and my conclusions are that the traditional 
usage should be maintained. 

2. The Syntypes of Rhus javanica 

On the sheet of Rhus javanica L. in the Linnean her¬ 
barium there are two specimens, both apparently Osbeck’s, 
the photographs and other details of which are published by 
Dr. Merrill. One is properly mounted on the sheet, and 
this specimen bears the specific epithet “javanica” in 
Linnaeus’s hand; the other is pinned to the sheet and 
bears a number which indicates that it was referred by 
Linnaeus himself to R . javanica of the Species Plantarum 
(1753). Apparently both these specimens were in the 
possession of Linnaeus when preparing the description of 
Rhus javanica for the Species Plantarum (1753) and the 
brief description would cover both of them. Hence both 
must be taken as the syntypes of R . javanica L. (1753) ; or 
alternatively both must be rejected from the consideration 
of the syntypes: there is no proof that one was seen by 
Linnaeus while preparing the Species Plantarum (1753) 
and the other not, or seen only after the preparation of the 
work. 

When Linnaeus described the species, he stated that 
it was native of Java, but in the second edition of the 
Species Plantarum (1762), he changed its nativity to China. 
The mounted specimen belongs to the genus Brucea , it being 
identical with Brucea sumatrana Roxb., and the other 
(pinned) belongs to the genus Rhus, being identical with R . 
semialata Murr. 

3. The Typification by Dr. Merrill 

Dr. Merrill, in discussing the whole question of Rhus 
javanica L. writes: 

“Now Brucea sumatrana Roxb. ( Rhus javanica Linn., 
according to the extant specimen so named by Linnaeus 
himself) is locally common at low altitudes in Java, while 
Rhus javanica as currently interpreted occurs in Java only 
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as an introduced plant and is apparently not common; on the 
other hand both are very common in thickets throughout 
the entire region about Canton, south-eastern China. It is 
thus possible that OSBECK collected the Brucea in Java, but 
this is improbable in view of the fact that the extant speci¬ 
men represents the Chinese, not the Javan form of Brucea 
sumatrana Roxb. It is most improbable that he observed 
or collected a true Rhus in Java. It is hence probable that 
the use of the specific name javanica was a pure error. It 
should be remembered that OSBECK did not reach Sweden 
on his return voyage until June 26th, 1752, while the 
Species Plantarum was published in 1753. It is clear that 
the rather numerous references to Osbeck's plants must 
have been interpolated in the manuscript by Linnaeus, and 
probably this was hurriedly done. 

“As noted above, among the few plants cited by Osbeck 
as having collected in Java, no Rhus is mentioned; on the 
other hand in his Dagbok, p. 232, (1757) he cites among 
plants collected on September 27, 1751, on Dane's Island 
(near Whampoa, South-eastern China) ‘ Rhus chinensis . .. 
and Rhus javanica .... 

“Doubtless both plants are those now in the Linnean 
herbarium, the Brucea, marked by Linnaeus as Rhus 
javanica, and the true Rhus which is pinned to same sheet 
and unnamed except by inference. What apparently 
happened is that Linnaeus actually based his short and 
imperfect description of Rhus javanica on the Brucea, and 
later pinned the sheet of Rhus chinensis Osbeck to the 
Brucea, altering the locality from ‘Java' to ‘China’, but 
without changing the specific name in the second edition 
of his Species Plantarum, and without adding Osbeck's 
specific name chinensis to the specimen; Osbeck, as quoted 
above, had used the binomial Rhus chinensis as a nomen 
nudum, in 1757. This being the case, a strict interpretation 
of types would involve dropping the specific name javanica 
in Rhus, adopting this name for the common and widely 
distributed Brucea sumatrana Roxb. and the further adop¬ 
tion of some other specific name for the Rhus.” 

“After giving due consideration to all the evidence I 
am reluctantly forced to the conclusion that the actual type 
of Rhus javanica Linn, is the Brucea in the Linnean 
Herbarium, as named by Linnaeus, and that this name has 
nothing to do with Rhus javanica of recent authors." 

4. Criticisms of Dr. Merrill’s Views 

Dr. Merrill's case as above stated depends on a number 
of probabilities and possibilities, none of which can be 
definitely established. Such an argument appears to me 
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unsatisfactory for rejecting a long accepted typification of 
a species. 

Moreover, Dr. Merrill's arguments lead to the con¬ 
clusion that Osbeck, the collector of the specimens, was in 
error when he called a species by a name indicating that 
he had collected it, or at least seen it, in Java; and they 
moreover overlook the important fact that Osbeck was 
corresponding with Linnaeus from the East, so as to 
furnish the latter with other sources of information con¬ 
cerning his (Osbeck's) collection besides the field-tickets 
and the Dagbok. In the introduction to the Species 
Plantarum (1753) Linnaeus refers to Osbeck’s “PL 
chinensis in literis , Msc ”, and the numerous references to 
Osbeck's plants in the Species Plantarum (1753), some¬ 
times accompanied with long, minute descriptions, testify 
to this. In the second edition of the Species Plantarum 
(1762-1763) Linnaeus has omitted the reference to the 
manuscript letters, but has instead a reference to Osbeck’s 
“Iter Ind. Orient. Holmise, 1757" (the Dagbok) ; and such 
alterations as were introduced in the second edition of the 
work concerning the particulars about Osbeck’s plants were 
apparently based on the information given in OSBECK’S 
diary or Dagbok. 

As regards the manner of mounting, it appears to me 
that this has not necessarily any significance. The named 
specimen was presumably mounted firstbut that is not 
evidence that it was the one first identified, or the one on 
which the published description was based. The description 
is equally applicable to both. 

5. Re-Interpretation of the Species 

Leaving the surmises apart, the evidence so far avail¬ 
able is that both the specimens were in possession of 
Linnaeus at the time of preparing the Species Plantarum 
(1753) and that both had been referred by Linnaeus 
himself to Rhus javanica. There is no evidence to show 
that only one of these was examined while framing the 
diagnosis and not the other. Hence, as said above, either 
both the specimens must be taken as the syntypes of the 
species, or, both disregarded in typifying the species. 

The mounted specimen was mostly overlooked or 
ignored, so that the general interpretation of the species 
from 1784 up to very recent times agreed with the pinned 
syntype. The species thus interpreted is recorded as native 
of Sumatra and as an uncommon (probably introduced) 
plant in Java, and belongs to the genus Rhus to which 
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Linnaeus originally referred it. Hence there is nothing 
against taking the pinned syntype as the lectotype of the 
species. 

However, if, disregarding this widely current inter¬ 
pretation, one selects the glued syntype as the lectotype, 
the following difficulties arise: 

(1) “The extant specimen [glued] represents the 

Chinese, not the Javan form of Brucea 
sumatrana Roxb.” (Merrill), while the 
specific epithet originally given by the collector 
himself indicates that the type came from 
Java—the only locality mentioned in the 
original description of Rhus javanica L: 

(2) the interpretation contradicts the obvious inten¬ 

tion of Linnaeus to apply the name Rhus 
javanica to species of the genus Rhus: 

(3) and consequently the interpretation also leads 

to: (a) the rejection of the oldest and widely 
current interpretation of the species; (6) 
name changes of the two species, one in the 
genus Bruceai and the other in the genus Rhus. 

Hence, I think it behoves botanists to maintain the 
oldest and widely current interpretation and to accept the 
pinned syntype as the lectotype of Rhus javanica L. (1753), 
of which R. semialata Murr. (1784), B. chinensis Maxim. 
(1759) and B. chinensis Mill. (1768) are accepted 
synonyms. 

6. General Conclusions 

My principal object in writing this note is to draw the 
attention of taxonomists to the need of some uniform rules 
which will help one to typify a species containing more than 
one syntype belonging to more than one species or variety. 
In my previous paper on the nomenclature of types (Gar<J. 
Bull. Straits Settl. IX 1937 pp. 285-309) I demonstrated 
the need of recognizing the different categories of types in 
typifying a species, and why the earliest typification on a 
reasonable basis should be accepted. In another paper 
published simultaneously in the same Bulletin (pp. 244-249) 
I drafted some general rules which could be followed in 
interpreting Mixta composita. But it must be emphasized 
that in equality of circumstances a species should be 
typified in preference on a syntype which will defend the 
traditional usage and avoid unnecessary nomenclatural 
changes. 

There are many cases where the specimen first to 
receive a new manuscript name is not the one cited or 
selected as the holotype of the published species. Some¬ 
times the first named specimen is imperfect and the 
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characteristic differences of a species are drawn from a 
later, more perfect specimen. Hence the fact that a certain 
syntype was named before another is not of much import¬ 
ance in selecting from the various syntypes a lectotype of 
the species. 

Dr. L. 0. Williams (Bot. Mus. Leaf. Harvard Univ. 
V, 1938 pp. 171-172) has also made a plea to accept as the 
lectotype the syntype that, though differing in certain 
characters from the original description, would accord with 
traditional usage and prevent unnecessary nomenclatural 
changes. It is a plea worthy of consideration by botanists. 
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